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This paper considers the issue raised by Brown (2008) regarding whether nouns are ‘privileged’ in memory over verbs during listening tasks, and whether attention to nouns, at least in the early stages of L2 learning, is a desirable strategy to be taught to learners, as Brown suggests it might be.  The question of verb/noun recognition was explored in the present study using data from 30 lower-intermediate learners of French in England. Learners completed a listening task on two occasions, six months apart, producing recall protocols for short oral passages in French.  We also explored learners’ attentional strategy use by asking them to report on this in writing immediately after the recall task. An analysis of verbs and nouns recognised indicated that verb recognition was lower than that of nouns, and that progress in verb recognition over six months was negligible. A qualitative analysis of learners’ strategy use indicated that learners with a more balanced verb/noun recognition profile took a broader focus, tending to focus their attention consciously at phrase/sentence level rather than at word level.  These findings are discussed in terms of the development of listening skills over time, and the implications of this for L2 listening pedagogy.





The research reported in this paper was prompted by an article by Gillian Brown (2008), in which she argues that when listening to or reading texts in the L1, ‘people are primed to search for nouns’ (p.13), and that different word classes are somehow ‘privileged’ in memory (p. 13).  She reports on research of her own (Brown, 1994) and others that indicates that faced with some kind of cognitive pressure, L1 readers/listeners recall significantly more nouns than verbs from what they have heard. She also provides evidence that the recall of nouns tends to be verbatim, while verbs are more likely to be recalled in a paraphrased form.  The reason for the first of these two phenomena, Brown adds, is that ‘it is nouns that fix the particular meanings of verbs in a given semantic frame’ (p.15), although this claim could be disputed. As Gentner and France (1990) comment, ‘verb centrality’ is well-established in the literature, with the verb as the ‘central relational element in a sentence, around which the nouns cluster’ (p.2).  As to why verbs are less likely to be recalled verbatim that nouns, Brown (2008) points to their polysemic nature, which makes them more ‘flexible’ (p.15), i.e. prone to more mutability in retelling. Other research also suggests that verbs are more ‘mutable’ than nouns in instances of ‘semantic strain’ (Gentner & France, 1990, p.2) – i.e. in contradictory sentences, where the verb and noun do not ‘match’, such as ‘The lizard worshipped’ (Fausey, Gentner, Asmuth & Yoshida, 2006, p. 215) listeners are more likely to adjust the verb than the noun to make sense of the sentence.  

One question Brown  (2008) admits she is unable to answer is whether noun dominance in recall is a memory or perception issue, although she does suggest that it is more likely that ‘a partially perceived noun’ (p. 13) will be better remembered than partially perceived words from other classes such as adjectives.  Similarly, Kersten and Earles (2004) argue that verbs may be especially difficult to remember because their meaning depends on ‘semantic context’ and because ‘the same verb may have different meanings on different occasions’ (p.199). Likewise, another issue not discussed by Brown is how listeners identify nouns as nouns in the first place. It is beyond the scope of the present article to provide an answer to this question, but a plausible reason1 might be found in word order which gives a clue to word class; also in SVO languages, nouns tend to come in first and final position, and hence may have greater saliency. 





Brown’s (2008) article bases its conclusions on data collected from L1 studies of reading and listening.  More generally, however, within the field of L1 acquisition, most attention has been paid to the extent to which different word classes are acquired for productive use rather than focussing on comprehension. Taking an anthropological perspective, for example, Edwardes (2010) hypothesises that  in the evolution of language/grammar in early humans, nouns may  have developed before verbs (drawing on the work of Heine and Kuteva, 2002), as such humans restricted themselves to ‘labelling’ objects and other humans, without ‘action-descriptors’ (p. 96), which only followed later.  This echoes Gentner’s (1982) Natural Partitions Hypothesis, which argues that in early child L1 learning, nouns dominate over verbs, because ‘objects form coherent perceptual entities which allow a transparent semantic mapping of the object-reference terms to the perceptual world’ (Kim, McGregor & Thompson, 2000, p.227), while verbs ‘have a less transparent relation to the
perceptual world’ (Kim et al, 2000, p.226). The widely-cited study by Nelson (1973) suggests, however, that there is some variation in the extent to which early vocabulary development is noun-dominated, with more ‘referential’ children using a larger percentage of nouns than ‘expressive’ children.  The latter, by contrast, employ more ‘personal/social’ words (including verbs – as cited in Hoff, 2009) although still showing a preponderance of nouns. Furthermore, the validity of the Natural Partitions  Hypothesis has been disputed, with evidence that the predominance of nouns found in some early L1s (e.g. English) is less apparent in languages such as Korean, where, although young learners do produce more nouns than verbs at the 50-word level, they also produce significantly more verbs than English L1 learners do (Kim et al, 2000; see also Malvern, Richards, Chipere and Durán, 2004, for an overview of studies contradicting Gentner’s Natural Partitions Hypothesis).  Malvern et al (2004) point out that more recent research has focused on the possible relationship between the noun/verb distribution within children’s early L1 vocabularies and the nature of the language to which they are exposed, including ‘factors such as the salience of different word classes, their relative morphological complexity (...) and the role of pragmatic features’ (p. 139), all of which may have an impact on whether there is an early noun bias or not.  In Korean, for example, a pro-drop language, verbs are likely to be more perceptually salient, as they frequently appear on their own or are placed in final utterance position (Kim et al, 2000).  In non pro-drop languages such as French the verb may be less perceptually salient. Kim et al explain how these factors influence verb salience in Korean thus: ‘Forms presented alone or in utterance-final position are bounded by silence and lengthened relative to forms earlier in the utterance.  These factors may aid the extraction of words in the utterance-final position from the speech stream’ (Kim et al, 2000, p. 228).  They add (contrary to Gentner, 1982), that environmental factors may also influence verb/noun bias, in terms of the nature of language to which young children are exposed. In their own study, they found that Korean caregivers used more verb tokens than did the English-speaking caregivers in the study, including more action verb tokens, which may explain the higher proportion of verbs in the Korean children’s vocabularies.

 Similar arguments (summarised in Hoff, 2009) regarding the influence of input have also been put forward to explain Nelson’s (1973) ‘referential’ and ‘expressive’ distinction.  Overall, research into early L1 verb/noun acquisition can be described as inconclusive: on the one hand, there is evidence that early noun predominance is not  universal, with variation across languages and cultures. In French, for example, Bassano (2000) found that even if nouns predominate over verbs, verbs appear at a very early stage of L1 learning. On the other hand, it can be argued, as Maguire, Hirsh-Pasek and Golinkoff (2006, p.5) do, that most researchers nevertheless ‘conclude that verbs are universally harder to learn than nouns’.  The morphological complexity of verbs may make them harder learn and use, but there are perhaps other more important reasons, as given by Maguire et al (2006).  These include greater difficulties involved in mapping words to actions rather than words to objects, and the lower levels of ‘individuability’ (p. 6) and ‘imageability’ (p. 21) of  verbs.  In other words, verbs are less easy to distinguish from other items in a context and less likely to evoke a sensory mental image. More importantly, perhaps, as Maguire et al (2006) argue, working out the meaning of a more abstract item such as  a verb requires greater coordination of ‘multiple cues’ (p. 30) such as the speaker’s intent, tense and other features.  In L1 learning, this will take time to develop in children.  For L2 learners faced with many unknown words this greater coordination may be much more difficult to achieve, perhaps limiting their verb recognition.

The difficulty posed by co-ordinating various elements of a sentence is also raised in studies of instructed L2 learning, where there is similarly evidence of an early bias towards nouns in productive language use. Myles (2003) collected oral data from learners of French (a story ‘retelling’ task), at two time points one year apart (in learners’ second and third year of learning French), and aimed to investigate ‘the role of the verb phrase’2 in early French language learning, ‘prior to the development of productive morphology’ (p.43). Echoing Maguire et al (2006), she argues that in these early stages, learners have problems in producing verb phrases, largely because of the verb’s ‘role in the architecture of the sentence’ (p. 43), i.e. because ‘a verb needs a subject and complements’ and hence learners have to acquire its ‘argument structure’ and relate various sentence elements in producing verb phrases, a process which places ‘heavy parsing demands on learners’ (ibid.). The same may also be true of verb recognition. Again, morphological complexity is also likely to be a factor influencing difficulty at later stages of language learning, although this is not explicitly mentioned by Myles, and indeed in oral French, verb forms are often homophonous (see Bassano, 2000). In her study, Myles (2003) found that while learners increased the frequency with which they used verbs over the year, the number of different types of verbs used did not, leading her to conclude that it was learners’ control over verb use rather than their knowledge of more verbs that was improving, and their ability to ‘process relationships between linguistic elements’ (p.53). 

Looking at learners beyond the early beginner stage, David (2008) investigated oral productive vocabulary across learners of French in England in Years 9 to 13 (aged 14-18), cross-sectionally, except for Years 12-13, who were tracked longitudinally.  She found that between Years 9 and 10, learners’ productive vocabulary increased in general, but that the proportion of nouns in particular increased. After Year 10, this ceased to be the case.  By contrast, the proportion of verbs increased after Year 10.  She also found a negative correlation between the proportion of noun types and verb types (r=-.315, p = .001), commenting that this indicates ‘that as the proportion of noun types decreases the proportion of verb types increases (p.23). In a similar study looking at oral productive vocabulary in French and Spanish, Marsden and David (2008) found that in both languages verb production increased between Years 9 and 13, indicating, as the authors claim, that ‘the use of verbs, both in terms of their frequency and their variety, is an indicator of progression’ and that ‘interesting questions are raised as to whether it would be possible to speed up development by emphasising the learning of verbs’ (p. 195).

David (2008) comments that her finding of a noun-bias in early L2 learners ‘appears to be in line with L1 acquisition data’ (p.23).  As argued above, however, such a bias across all L1s is disputed.  Moreover, it is possible that the reasons underlying any noun-bias in L2 learning may differ from the factors influencing L1 learning. L2 learners in classrooms are more cognitively mature than young L1 learners, and therefore the more transparent relationship between nouns and their referent is less likely to be a reason for their earlier acquisition than it might be in the L1.  The nature of the input to which learners are exposed may be an important factor, as Kim et al (2000) argue that it is for the L1.  Indeed, David (2008) goes on to suggest that the greater focus on nouns by teachers in the earlier stages of language learning in England might be a reason for their dominance in learners’ vocabulary.  This argument is repeated in Marsden and David (2008) and also echoes Macaro’s (2003) suggestion that, in England at least, too much attention is given to noun-learning and not enough to verb-learning. It is possible that the tasks learners undertake in classrooms in England do not require a great deal of verb use, either productive or receptive. For example, in a small-scale study of newly qualified teachers and their classes, Macaro and Mutton (2002)  comment on the ‘very noun-oriented nature of the students' talk’ (p. 32) in the lessons of one of the teachers they observed.  Similarly, in terms of receptive tasks learners undertake, there is some evidence that textbook listening and reading tasks rarely require explicit verb recognition (Marsden, 2005). So, while verb learning is not exactly the same as the verb ‘noticing’ discussed in Brown (2008), it is possible that in the English L2 context opportunities for either are more limited than is the case for nouns.
 
 Discussing the post-16 examination, the GCSE, that learners of a foreign language take in England, and its possible influence on learners’ overall vocabulary development, Häcker (2008) points out that listening and reading papers at this level typically require learners to respond to multiple choice items, meaning that they can achieve ‘good results’ if they are able to ‘recognise key words’ (Häcker, 2008, p.220).  Whether these words are more likely to be verbs or nouns is not made clear by Häcker, and more evidence is needed to see whether in fact noun recognition is more important within the GCSE listening paper than verb recognition (an examination of listening tasks in textbooks used prior to GCSE currently being undertaken by the authors suggests that noun recognition is more heavily emphasised).  As it is, an analysis of the word lists prescribed for the French GCSE suggests that of the approximately 1,700 words that form the ‘core’ vocabulary on which learners might be assessed  (as stipulated by the examining body), under 15% of words are verbs, and nearly 60% are nouns3.  These proportions differ from language produced by 15 year-old native speakers of French completing a GCSE oral task (as reported in Chambers & Richards, 1995), recorded in the French Language Oral Corpora (FLLOC, http://www.flloc.soton.ac.uk), and processed through the Computerized Language Analysis (CLAN) software (MacWhinney, 2000). Such an analysis indicates that of 1694 word types, there are 445 different verb forms and 562 different noun forms i.e. 26.27% are verbs and 33.18% are nouns4.  In other words, English GCSE learners of French seem to encounter fewer verbs than are used in normal speech by native speakers of a similar age.  Of course, one would not necessarily expect early intermediate L2 learners to produce language similar to that of native speakers, but one might expect them to be exposed receptively to language approximating to native speaker use.

Compared with the amount of research conducted in the area of productive language use, very little attention has been paid to the question of the relative comprehension, awareness and recall of different word classes in an L2.  A small number of studies do, however, consider how listeners may direct their attention to different aspects of the input and the factors that may influence how attention is directed, albeit not looking specifically at verb/noun focus. Aspects of perceptual saliency and the bearing of meaning are highlighted, for example, by Field (2008a) who found that across intermediate learners of English with a mixture of L1s, content words were more accurately transcribed than were function words, a finding Field explains by the fact that content words in English are more perceptually salient and more meaning-bearing, even though function words tend to be high frequency words that one might expect L2 learners to know.  Questions of perceptual saliency and redundancy may also be relevant to verb and noun recognition. Ellis, N. and Collins (2009) comment that saliency and redundancy pertain especially to ‘grammatical meaning–form relationships’, such as are signalled by inflections, i.e. by verb features, which they argue  ‘are of low salience in the language stream’ (p.331).  Likewise, Rost (2011, p. 155) comments that certain syntactic forms ‘may be heard by the L2 listener simply as a blur of sound surrounded by other more comprehensible parts of discourse that they are able to pick out’. While recent accounts of French prosody (as summarised in Watson, 2009) challenge the more traditional view that connected speech in that language is completely unaccented, or has ‘at best very limited accentuation on the final syllable of rhythmic groups/intonational phrases’ (Watson, 2009, p. 171), English L1 speakers listening to French will not be able to rely on stressed syllables in the same way as they do in their native language, although they may try to do so (see Cutler (2001)  who suggests that L2 listeners use their L1 segmentation procedures to segment L2 speech).  

 While perceptual saliency was also important for what was perceived by listeners in a study by Kim (1995) of 26 Korean undergraduates listening to English as an L2, it does not seem to have been the most important factor in that study.  The study’s main finding is the identification of five phases of perception through which listeners are said to pass as they become more proficient.  Phases 4 and 5 are marked by the ability to encode ‘grammatical relationships between lexical words, identifying semantic relationships between arguments’ (p.76), which would seem to necessitate verb recognition. This may well relate to processing capacity, with  Rost (2011, p. 133) arguing that attention to structural form rather than just to content during listening requires ‘a gradual increase in processing capacity’ (p.156).  Similarly, Field (2011, p.104) questions whether at intermediate level L2 listeners ‘may have some difficulty in retaining pieces of speech in working memory (...) One contributory cause for the failure to report words accurately in connected speech may thus be the inability to hold word forms long enough in the mind while they are being parsed (i.e. grouped into meaningful syntactic patterns).’  Learners’ level of grammatical knowledge might also have an impact on how quickly and effectively they can carry out this parsing, although the role of such knowledge in L2 listening has not been widely explored and few clear conclusions can be drawn. For example, Mecartty (2000) explored the relationship between lexical and grammatical knowledge on the one hand and reading and listening comprehension on the other for learners of Spanish as an L2.  She found that while both forms of knowledge correlated significantly with both forms of comprehension, only lexical knowledge was a ‘significant predictor’ (p. 335) for both reading and listening.

Further insights into verb/noun issues in listening may be gained from the literature on language learner strategies. Brown (2008) suggests that a focus on nouns by listeners/readers in the L1 is in part a conscious decision, taken during the act of listening:  ‘some subjects listening to their own language employ more successful strategies than others in determining how much detail they need to extract from the signal and what sort of detail they should be focusing on for a particular purpose in a particular context’ (Brown, 2008:11). Likewise, Rost (2011, p. 20)  refers to ‘selective attention’ as ‘a decision, a commitment of our limited capacity process to one stream of information or one bundled set of features’.  Within the language learner strategies literature, the strategy labelled ‘selective attention’ and defined as ‘focussing on special aspects of learning tasks’ (O’Malley and Chamot, 1990, p. 46) either on-line or before the start of listening, has been identified as one employed by more ‘successful’ listeners (e.g. Vandergrift, 2003).  What is meant by more ‘successful’, however, is not always clearly defined (Santos, Graham & Vanderplank, 2008).  Indeed, Graham (1997) points out that there is a fine line between focusing on what might be key information in a text and focusing narrowly on certain words because they happen to be the ones that are understood, irrespective of their importance to the passage as a whole.  Selectively attending does, however, seem to have a goal-related aspect. Studies within the area of general memory and attention emphasise the importance of goals with regard to what information is retained from an aural passage. Thus Murphy and Shapiro (1994) propose what they call a ‘pragmatic’ view of memory and attention, according to which  ‘listeners attend to the level of analysis of text that is most relevant, important, or salient, given their current goals’, with  ‘this attentional allocation’ having much influence on ‘which information will be recalled later’ (p.87).  Likewise, they explain that for conversations, listeners’ interest is most likely to lie in their content, and hence their attention is focused on meaning. If, by contrast, ‘the exact wording of a sentence has crucial implications for the goal at hand, it may receive as much attention as the meaning of the sentence, and as a result, it may be well remembered (p. 93)’. This implies perhaps an ability to switch the focus of attention while listening, which for L2 listeners may be more difficult to do, because of the limits of processing capacity mentioned earlier.  

The above review suggests that we as yet know relatively little about the features of language to which L2 listeners attend. Does recognition of verbs/nouns follow a similar path as verb/noun production, i.e.is there, as some aspects of the literature on oral production suggest, a ‘natural’ propensity towards noun recognition, and does increased verb recognition develop over time? Or is it possible that attention can be more consciously directed, with more ‘successful’ listeners, however one defines these, perhaps better able to focus their attention to suit their listening goal, and perhaps better able to attend to a wider range of elements within the input? An exploration of learners’ attentional focus in listening comprehension may thus offer insights into the contribution learner strategies make to successful listening in an L2, as well as shedding further light on a neglected aspect of second language development.  

The present study:
We decided to explore some of the above issues highlighted by Brown (2008) within the context of the learning of French as an L2, and with a focus primarily on Brown’s first concern, regarding proportions of nouns/verbs recalled during listening under cognitive pressure. Learners’ ability to recall verbs/nouns verbatim, and during a task where there was less cognitive pressure, was a more secondary concern, considered primarily in order to shed further light on the first issue.  We were also interested in learners’ strategy use, in order to explore whether attention to verbs or nouns was amenable to conscious direction. Data were collected as part of a study looking at listening more widely, both in terms of strategy development and strategy instruction (Macaro et al, 2006) among learners of French within the post-compulsory phase of education in England (post-16 years of age, Year 12 in the English school framework).  Research suggests that Year 12 is a period of rapid expansion of both receptive and productive vocabulary in learners and an increase in difficulty in terms of language to which learners are exposed (David, 2008; Graham, Richards and Malvern, 2008; Richards, Malvern and Graham, 2008, the latter finding significant vocabulary growth in the same period of time as the present study covers).  One might therefore anticipate some development in learners’ verb/noun recognition ability alongside this rapid growth in vocabulary even within a relatively short space of time (once examination leave is taken into account, Year 12 learners experience approximately eight months of teaching).

Three main research questions were formulated to address the issues raised in the literature review:

1.  Is there a difference in the proportion of nouns, and proportion of verbs, which are recognized in a task where listeners are under some sort of ‘information pressure’ (Brown, 2008, p. 19)?
2.  Does the proportion of nouns and verbs recognized in this task change over a period of six months? 
3.  To what extent are any differences among students in verb/noun recognition related to listeners’ strategy use?





Participants were aged 16-17 years and were studying French in England, in four different schools, which were selected on the basis of relative proximity to the institutions in which the research took place, and to provide a range of urban and rural schools (two of each). They had been learning French for approximately five years and had just passed the school-leaving examination, the General Certificate of Education (GCSE).  In England, students who continue their language study beyond the GCSE tend to be the more able linguists (and indeed participants in the study had mainly obtained one of the top two grades in GCSE French).

Thirty students (from all four schools) completed the recall task described below at both time points. A smaller group of these 30 students, 12 (again, from all four schools), also completed a transcription task at both time points. 

Method:
 As part of the larger research project, learners completed two tasks at the beginning of the school year, and another two tasks six months later, thus spanning most of the Year 12 period of study. For the first task, they listened to four tape-recorded short passages on a familiar theme and completed recall protocols for them, writing down in English ‘what is said by the person answering the questions’.  The passages were drawn from published teaching materials designed for post-16 learners of French in England. Students listened to each passage twice.  They were also asked to note down, at the end of each passage and recall protocol, the strategies they felt they had used to understand the passage. A different set of passages was used at Time 2, on the same theme, and matched with the Time 1 passages in terms of length, words per minute, percentage of vocabulary likely to be unknown.  This task was used to explore the proportion of verbs and nouns learners recognised while under cognitive pressure. As learners wrote down what they had understood in English, we were not expecting verbatim reproduction of what was heard.

In order to gain further data about how learners were directing their attention, and to see whether this differed when cognitive pressure was less but verbatim recall was required (in so far as learners had to write down exactly what they heard), we gave a second task to a smaller group of students.  They listened to and transcribed a short passage in French. Two different passages (matched for difficulty) were used and each participant listened to one passage only.  At Time 1, eight students listened to a passage about floods, and four to a passage on French politics; at Time 2, eight students listened to a passage about an Alpine accident, four to another passage about French politics. Participants had full control of the tape recorder and could pause and rewind the recording as they wished.  The two tasks thus presented learners with different listening goals, and also potentially made different demands on memory load, as the transcription task allowed rewinding and pausing at will.

As part of the larger study, we also assessed learners’ grammatical knowledge at Time 1 and Time 2 using a grammaticality judgement test specifically developed for the study (see  Macaro et al, 2006).  Scores from this test were then used to see whether verb recognition and direction of attention were in any way related to grammatical knowledge.





Table 1 gives data about the composition of each passage in terms numbers of verbs and nouns (NB to improve reliability, the four separate recall passages were combined to give an overall figure). 

Table 1: Composition of listening passages
	Number of nouns	Number of verbs	Total number of words
Recall Time 1	41	36	332
Recall Time 2	38	33	411
Transcript A Time 1 (floods)	8	6	46
Transcript B Time 1 (politics)	10	4	47
Transcript A Time 2 (Alps)	9	6	49
Transcript B Time 2 (politics)	12	5	49


Following Brown (2008), we only counted ‘lexical expressions’ (p.14) and in line with Kim et al (2000), we did not count copular ‘être (‘to be’)’ or ‘avoir/être’ when used as auxiliary verbs. In addition, we counted tokens rather than types. Where the French text used a verb that would be translated in English by a noun, we were looking for an understanding of the meaning of the French verb, regardless of the word class used in English to convey this. The example extract from a passage below illustrates this:
-	Moi, je travaille beaucoup pendant l’année, enfin, j’étudie, je suis étudiant, alors pendant les vacances (...)
-	J’ai vraiment besoin de voir quelque chose de complètement différent.
-	(...)
-	(…) J’aime changer d’air.

(From Pillette & Clarke (2000, p.63), short extract only).











While the number of verbs and nouns in the recall passages is well balanced, the transcription passages vary in terms of the proportion of verbs and nouns, and for both word classes numbers are very small in the transcription passages.  We did, however, feel justified in using data from this source, as they were used to complement the information gained from the recall task, rather than to answer a specific research question relating to transcription.






Table 2:  Percentage of items belonging to different frequency bands for verbs/nouns in the recall passages

Recall Time 1	Recall Time 2






All protocols and transcriptions were scored for correct (or near correct) identification of each verb or noun.  The first author and another researcher scored all
 transcriptions and 75% of the recall protocols independently and then compared their scorings, giving an inter-rater reliability level of 92% for the recall protocols and 97% for the transcriptions. Any differences in scoring were resolved by discussion.  The remaining recall protocols were then scored by the first author. Scores for each of the four separate passages in the recall protocol were aggregated, in order to improve reliability, as discussed above.

Raw scores and a percentage score for verbs and nouns correctly identified were calculated for each participant, per task.  On the recall task, we also calculated for each participant the difference between their verb and their noun score at each time point. A mean percentage score for the sample as a whole was then calculated, per task, and per word class. For the recall task, differences between the percentages of nouns and verbs correctly identified at each time point were explored using the non-parametric test, the Wilcoxon Signed Ranks test, selected because of the small sample size. This test was also used with the recall task to explore differences between time points in terms of nouns/verbs recognised. No statistical test was applied to the transcriptions, because of the difference in proportion of nouns and verbs in the passages, and because of the smaller numbers involved.  Instead, we looked at students’ scores at the two time points in terms of the number whose scores increased or decreased for verb and nouns.

For the purpose of addressing Research Question 3, we conducted a qualitative analysis of strategies reported by students in writing (recall task). For this analysis, we grouped students according to their verb and noun scores on the recall task, in order to identify which students seemed to have high or low levels of verb recognition in relation to the mean (see results for Research Question 3 below, Table 6).  To complement this analysis, and in order to see whether grammatical knowledge had any impact on verb recognition and strategy use, we also grouped learners according to whether their GJT scores were above or below the mean, to give the matrix shown in Table 6.

9. Results: 
1.  Is there a difference in the proportion of nouns, and proportion of verbs, which are recognized in a task where listeners are under some sort of ‘information pressure’ (Brown, 2008, p. 19)?
2.  Does the proportion of nouns and verbs recognized in this task change over a period of 6 months?

Table 3 suggests that at Time 1, a higher proportion of nouns than verbs was recognized by students in the recall task.  This difference was statistically significant (z = 4.659, p = .000).  At Time 2, there was still a significant difference between the proportion of nouns and verbs recognised (z = 4.782, p = .000).  Indeed, after six months students recognised significantly more nouns than they had at Time 1 (z = 4.33, p = .000), while the increase in verb recognition between the two time points approached, but did not reach, significance (z = 1.913, p = .056)

Table 3 Mean raw scores and percentages of verbs/nouns correctly identified for the recall task at each time point 














For the transcription task at Time 1, a far greater percentage of nouns (mean = 65%) than verbs was heard (24%). By Time 2, however, although the mean percentage for nouns (66%) was still greater than for verbs (54%), this difference had diminished, and the percentage of verbs recognised had more than doubled.  Out of the 12 students, 10 improved their verb score by Time 2, with four improving their noun score (although as stated above, the small numbers of verbs/nouns in each passage must be borne in mind).

Qualitative analysis of transcriptions for the recall protocols





Table 4.  Individual student rounded percentage scores for the recall task, ordered by Time 2 verb recognition





































The impact on overall understanding that low verb recognition seems to have can be illustrated by comparing the recall protocols (Table 5) at Time 1 for Student S1 and Student S14, the latter recognising 24% of nouns and only 11% of verbs.  Students  listened to a conversation in French as part of the recall passage (from Pillette & Clarke, 2000), in which the speaker argues that only boring people go on holiday, whereas those with interesting lives, full of activities, have no need to sunbathe on a crowded beach in some pre-packaged, commercialised, supposedly exotic location like Bali or Honolulu. She ends by claiming that the last time she went on holiday, she became so fed up that she came home after four days:

Table 5: Recall protocols from Students S1 and S14

S1’s recall protocol	S14’s recall protocol
 only … people need to go on holiday. When you have an interesting life with lots of activities everyday you don’t need to sunbathe on a … beach. You’re talking about people who live in the suburbs. The last time I went on holiday I was so bored that I came home early	He would want:…….lots of activities to do everyday.sunbathing.beach.interesting.exotic supermarket?

As the data above indicate, a preponderance of nouns (as seen in S14’s recall protocol)  seems to lead to less complete understanding than an approach that balances verbs and nouns (as illustrated  by S1’s protocol), with no awareness of tense, actions or opinions indicated. S14’s list of nouns suggests a quite fragmentary understanding, with the final question mark giving the impression of uncertainty.  His choice of a note-like format to record his answer (students were free to respond as they wished) also indicates, perhaps, a deliberate focus on individual words (and seemingly on nouns), a theme which we now explore in further detail by looking at participants’ strategy use.

Research Question 3:
To what extent are any differences related to the strategies that subjects report using?

In order to explore this question, we ranked students into those whose verb scores were above or below the mean for the recall tasks (at both time points).  We did the same for their Time 2 Grammaticality Judgement Test score, giving the matrix shown in Table 6. The recall protocols of students were then analysed qualitatively for trends in terms of strategies learners claimed to have used.  One important trend emerged from this analysis – whether students directed their attention more at individual words, or at phrases/sentences. It is worth noting, however, that a dominant strategy for all groups of students on the recall task at both time points was to focus on familiar words leading to more general inferences about the passage; as Student S25 put it, ‘listen  for words I am aware of and piece them together to come up with a sentence’. When students referred to listening for ‘key words’ it was rarely possible to tell whether these ‘words’ were verbs or nouns; where learners referred to listening to sentences, phrases or tense, they much more clearly indicating verbs.

Students’ protocols were coded to indicate whether, at each time point, there was a focus on both words and phrases/sentences, or just on words.  Table 6 gives the results of this coding.

Table 6: Attention to words or phrases/sentences in the recall task
High grammar (above mean)	Low grammar (below mean)
Student	Words or phrases?	Words or phrases?	Student	Words or phrases?	Words or phrases?
	Time 1	Time 2		Time 1	Time 2















Improved verb score at T2 (above mean)	S4	Both	Both	S11	Both	Words
	S7	Both	Both			
	S12	Words	Words			
Worsened verb score at T2 (below mean)				S15	Words	Words

As Table 6 suggests, within the general trend of a heavy focus on ‘key words’, there were subtle differences between the students  in the different groups. Students in the high grammar/high verb group as well as those in the improved verbs  group (both high and low grammar) seemed more likely to refer to a focussing on phrases or sentences as well as on individual words, and to do so at both time points. One such student (S7) referred to listening for ‘tense’ at Time 1, for ‘structures’ at Time 2. Another, S5, mentioned listening to ‘phrases’ at Time 1 and by Time 2 said she was listening to ‘verbs’. Similarly, when  Student 1 talked at Time 1 about listening for ‘words’, this seemed to take a broader focus, in that she used it in combination with a wider repertoire of strategies, and with a focus on the bigger picture and on sentences (and perhaps, by implication, on verbs):

S1, Time 1: 

Listened for words I understood + translate to english; Listened for surrounding words to put them in context + translate to english; Use context + words I know to work out other words / what sentences / ideas mean.

  After the transcription task at Time 2, this student commented in general about her approach to listening compared with what she had done at GCSE and the start of AS: ‘I think it is just more listening to what the whole thing means like what this sentence means rather than just picking out the things...’

Students with lower GJT scores seemed less able to listen at phrase level, although this was not true of all of them.  For example, Student S11 focused on phrases at Time 1 (‘recognised common phrases’) and saw her verb score improve by Time 2.  Student S10, a high verb scorer within the low GJT group, also showed attention to phrases at Time 1, and seemed to be trying to ‘hold’ chunks of language in her head to process: ‘When I heard the tape I would remember a sentence at a time + try to translate it by recognition mainly...’.

By contrast, students with consistently lower or worsened verb scores were more likely to focus narrowly on ‘key’ words and then seek to elaborate on these to form a sentence, rather than trying to listen at phrase or sentence level. This was true of most students with high GJT scores in the low verb group, and perhaps especially true of students with relatively high noun scores. Where the focus was on ‘key words’, the strategy was often described in terms that suggested learners were ‘inventing’ a possible sentence from the words (perhaps nouns) they recognised, as shown in extracts from two high grammar/low verb students:

S18:  I listened to the French + tried to piece together words to make a sentence. 
S25: Picked out words I knew and made sentences up from the words I already knew

This approach among high grammar/low verb students suggests that attention to verbs in listening, and along with it attention to phrases/sentences, is only partly related to grammatical knowledge.

One low grammar/low verb student, S 14, seemed to apply similar strategies in the recall and the transcription task, perhaps indicating a lack of flexibility or awareness of the need to match strategy to task, and maybe an overreliance on inferring from context and background knowledge. In the former task, he claimed at Time 1 that he:

Listened for words that I recognised and then combined them to try to make sense of what was being said.... ...also some of it was guessing

And at Time 2: 

Firstly I tried to listen to words I recognised so that I could get an idea of the topic. In this passage on hearing ‘vacances’ I knew it was about holidays.... I then listened for words I recognised

 In the transcription task, while at Time 1 there had been some attempt to gain an overall sense of the passage, at Time 2 his approach seems to be narrower, with a focus more on ‘words’. He also suggested in his comments on the transcription that he was at a loss how to complete the task if he came across items that were unknown, echoing his recall comments above with their reference to ‘guessing’ and perhaps being influenced by background knowledge when there were gaps in understanding:

	So I don’t know whether to leave it or not because normally if I guess what a word is saying on the listening I miss it (out) completely.


The extent to which the findings relate to the approaches to listening adopted by their teachers

In our analysis of the teacher interviews we looked for themes brought forward by the teachers in their descriptions of how they conceptualised listening and how they engaged in teaching the skill in their classes. As we comment elsewhere (Gtraham, Santos & Vanderplank, 2011) a recurrent theme that emerged from our data was that listening is conceptualised by those teachers as an ‘activity’ to be carried out and not as a ‘skill’ to be developed. 





This study suggests that for this sample at least verb recognition does not improve during a course that would have exposed learners to a far wider range of texts and language than they would have experienced in previous years’ study, and during which their receptive vocabulary would have probably increased (Richards et al, 2008). These L2 learners, like Brown’s (2008) L1 learners, tend to focus far more on nouns than verbs in conditions where time for language processing is short and the cognitive load relatively heavy (i.e. during the recall task where they listened to the passage only twice with no rewinding). The study seems to lend support to Field’s (2008a) model of L2 listening ‘in which decoding relies primarily upon matching stretches of the speech signal to meaning-bearing items of vocabulary’ (p. 427). By contrast, however, verb recognition within the transcription task seemed to improve with time, perhaps as learners’ grammatical understanding and written accuracy improved. This improvement may be also be attributable to the task conditions, where learners had more time to process the language (pausing and rewinding at will in the transcription task), and hence had a lighter cognitive load, as one might perhaps expect. Processing capacity seems therefore to be a factor influencing noun and verb recognition.

In terms of other possible reasons to explain learners’ greater attention to nouns for the recall task, there was no evidence that the verbs in the passage were more ‘difficult’ in the sense of being lower frequency items; indeed, a higher proportion of verbs than nouns came from the lowest vocabulary frequency band. Students’ perception of the goal of the task might be an additional reason for their greater attention to nouns: although they were instructed to write down in English ‘what is said by the person answering the questions’, they may have interpreted this as recording the main points of the text, which, perhaps, reflects the kind of tasks they are used to doing from their experience with the GCSE taken at age 16.  Certainly, as noted above, there was a strong focus by students on what they called ‘key words’, and a strategy very frequently mentioned by students for the recall task was to focus on familiar words leading to more general inferences about the passage, i.e. to ‘listen for words I am aware of and piece them together to come up with a sentence.’  These ‘familiar’ words are perhaps more likely to be nouns than verbs, especially if we recall that the core GCSE vocabulary list contains a relatively small percentage of verbs.  By contrast, the students may have seen the goal of the transcription task as to be more form- than meaning-focused.  Indeed, several commented that they were writing without understanding the meaning of what they wrote.  Thus they may have attached more importance to verb identification in this task than for the recall task.

It is debatable, however, whether the strategy of attending to nouns in meaning-focused tasks is always a positive one, as Brown (2008) suggests it might be, especially for more advanced learners. A lack of verb recognition appeared to lead to limited general understanding of passages. While the ‘goal’ of the passage was broadly meaning-related, arguably much of the more subtle aspects of meaning were conveyed as much by the verbs as by the nouns.  The best listeners in our study seem to balance verb/noun recognition, achieving more complete understanding, and to do so by consciously ‘listening out’ for phrases and/or sentences as well as individual words, perhaps indicating an awareness of the need to encode ‘grammatical relationships between lexical words, identifying semantic relationships between arguments’ (Kim, 1995, p.76).     A balanced approach also seems to be related to the use of a wider repertoire of strategies, and to the ability to ‘retrieve’ different strategies according to task demand.  Thus Student S14 seems to apply a somewhat unfocused broad strategy of inferring from prior knowledge to both the transcription task and the recall task, and to lack the flexibility to apply strategies appropriately to the task in hand. 

Listening out for phrases/sentences seemed to be partly but not wholly related to students’ levels of grammatical knowledge. It might be argued  from this that all teachers need to do is to engage in more grammar teaching in order to improve students’ verb recognition;  yet in this study, teachers’ claimed intensive teaching of grammar seemed to have had little impact on students’ verb recognition. Furthermore, the fact that some students with high GJT/low verb scores were more focused on words than phrases, and vice versa for a small number of students with low GJT but high verb scores, suggests that grammatical knowledge is only part of the story. 

If, as this study suggests, verb recognition takes a long time to develop for most students, should teachers then just accept this and allow students to develop at their own pace? Or are there steps they can take to speed up the process, if, as seems likely, improved verb recognition contributes to overall greater understanding? Kim et al (2000) argue in relation to L1 learning that ‘even if learning constraints principles or perceptual coherency do bias children towards noun acquisition, frequent, salient verb input presented in socio-pragmatic contexts that refer to actions may well temper this bias’ (pp. 228-9).  This may also be true of L2 comprehension – it is possible that any noun-bias in learners might be ‘tempered’ by greater focus on verb recognition in teaching and learning activities, including those related to listening comprehension. This may well apply to a greater focus on syntax within listening in general; Rost (2011, pp. 132-133) comments that ‘learners may surpress syntax processing, and fail to use syntactic clues that would help them become better listeners’, suggesting that an attention to syntax is crucial to progression in listening, and may also increase processing capacity.   It is possible that activities in teaching materials that do not require learners to attend to verbs might exacerbate slow verb recognition development (see Marsden, 2005 for a discussion of such activities from an Input Processing perspective). Activities that force learners to attend to chunks of language rather than isolated segments might also help to develop their ability to process verbs.  Brown (2008) outlines exercises that could be used to help learners listen for nouns in the early stages, which she suggests could be adapted for use with verbs at a later stage.  These include using a narrative passage to identify the L2 equivalent of certain L1 items, from which learners then try to reconstruct the whole text.  Field (2008b) also contains suggestions for exercises that focus learners’ attention on verbs as part of using syntactic clues to understand meaning, and ones which invite listening for chunks rather than individual items of vocabulary.  Using such activities would, however, require teachers to adopt an approach to classroom listening that goes beyond what Field (2008b) calls the ‘Comprehension Approach’, in which learners are just asked to listen and complete a comprehension exercise before moving on to another task. In other words, teachers would need to teach listening as a specific skill in a way that neither of the teachers in the present study reported doing.

In conclusion, it is important to highlight that this study has reported on a small sample of learners, investigated over a relatively short period of time. Further research is needed with a larger sample to understand better how verb understanding develops, and whether a teaching approach as outlined in the preceding paragraphs can have a positive impact on accelerating this development.





1.	We would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting that these issues might be important.
2.	 Myles (2003) does not specify the sense in which she uses ‘verb phrase’ in her study.  We have however taken it to mean ‘equivalent to the whole of the predicate of a sentence’ (Crystal, 2003, p.490).
3.	As based on an analysis of the AQA examining board core vocabulary list for French (2009).
4.	Gendner & Adda-Decker (2002),  in their analysis of two large corpora of oral and written French from radio/TV broadcast transcripts and Le Monde newspaper,  report slightly higher percentages of nouns (approximately 50%) as compared with verbs (approximately 25%).   Nevertheless, by comparison, the AQA list still seems skewed away from verbs.
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